Alpha cells come of age.
The alpha cells that coinhabit the islets with the insulin-producing beta cells have recently captured the attention of diabetes researchers because of new breakthrough findings highlighting the importance of these cells in the maintenance of beta cell health and functions. In normal physiological conditions alpha cells produce glucagon but in conditions of beta cell injury they also produce glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1), a growth and survival factor for beta cells. In this review we consider these new findings on the functions of alpha cells. Alpha cells remain somewhat enigmatic inasmuch as they now appear to be important in the maintenance of the health of beta cells, but their production of glucagon promotes diabetes. This circumstance prompts an examination of approaches to coax alpha cells to produce GLP-1 instead of glucagon.